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Abstract 
Numbers, to most Chinese, are considered to be auspicious or inauspicious, depending on the sound of the number. 
This may appear non-scientific and silly to an outsider, yet most Chinese adhere to this belief. Number 8 is 
believed to have auspicious meaning because this sound has a positive meaning of prosperity, whereas 4, a 
negative meaning since the sound is phonologically similar to the meaning of ‘death’, leading to tetraphobia. The 
objective of this research is, therefore, to scrutinize Chinese perceptions towards numbers in Hong Kong. An 
exploratory approach and qualitative survey method were adopted in this study whereby 40 Chinese (Cantonese 
and Putonghua speakers) were interviewed to collect their views on odd, even, and combined numbers. The 
findings depicted that there were significant differences in their notions and interpretations of these numbers; for 
instance, 54 (=not die) is a good number to a Cantonese speaker but a bad number (=I’ll die) to a Putonghua 
speaker. To conclude, the sound of these numbers may create a positive/negative psychological effect on people. 
More research is needed to examine different Chinese speakers (Chiu Chow, Hakka, Fukien etc) living in different 
cities and countries to document their intuitive reaction towards numbers. 
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I. Introduction 
 
   In Chinese numerology, the odd numbers 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, … are referred to as Yang (=male) numbers; the even 
numbers 2,4, 6, 8,10,12, … are known as Yin (=female) numbers. A 'lucky number' is a number which is based 
on Chinese words that sound similar to other words. The numbers '6', '8', and '9'' are believed to have auspicious 
meanings because their sounds are similar to words that have positive meanings; for example, number '8' is a lucky 
number because it sounds like 'prosperous' (in Cantonese).  
   On the other hand, numbers 4 and 13 are unlucky numbers, according to the principles of Chinese numerology. 
The number 4 sounds like the word 'death' (in Cantonese). One should notice here that you do not have to worry 
much about number 4 if the pronunciation of this number in your language does not sound similar to the word 
'death'.  
 
   In Hong Kong, some apartments such as ‘Vision City’ and ‘The Arch’ skip all the floors from 40 to 49. 
Immediately above the 39th floor is the 50th floor, leading many who are not aware of tetraphobia to believe that 
some floors are missing. Tetraphobia is not the main reason but rather serves as an excuse for apartments on 'higher' 
floors, thus increasing the price since higher floors in Hong Kong apartments are more expensive.    
 
In Cantonese-speaking regions in China, 14 and 24 are considered more unlucky than the individual 4, since 14 
sounds like ‘will certainly die’ (ሖ↫) and 24 like ‘easy to die’ (᱃↫). Where east Asian and western cultures blend, 
such as in Hong Kong, it is possible in some buildings that both 13 and 14 are skipped as floor numbers along with 
all the other 4’s. When Beijing lost its bid to stage the 2000 Olympic Games, it was speculated that the reason China 
did not pursue a bid for the following 2004 Games was due to the unpopularity of the number 4 in China. Instead, 
the city waited for another four years, and would eventually host the 2008 Olympic Games. This is because number 
eight is a lucky number in Chinese culture. 
 
     Chinese numerology is based on homophone principles. Homophones refer to having the same/similar sound but 
different meanings. Therefore, according to Feng Shui (=Chinese philosophical system of harmonizing everyone 
with the surrounding environment), words with similar sounds make a number lucky or unlucky. 
 
The five elements related to numbers 1 to 9 are shown below:  
 
• Water is associated with number 1 
• Earth is associated with numbers 2, 5, 8  
• Wood is associated with number 3  
• Wind is associated with number 4 
• Sky is associated with number 6 
y Metal is associated with number 7 
• Fire is associated with number 9  
 
Number 3 
 
   Number 3 is significant since there are three important stages in a man’s life (his birth, his marriage, and his death). 
‘San’ (3) is a yang number categorized with wood and the east. It sounds like ‘sheng’ (=growth), and therefore is a 
popular number. Many Chinese people believe that the pronunciation of 4 and 14 are similar to the meaning of 
‘death’ and 8 is linked with wealth. Numbers that start or end with 3 mean alive and bring good luck to home 
owners. Therefore, many of the newly developed residential towers skip all these so-called unlucky numbers to 
boost their sales.  
 
 
Number 6 
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   Six is generally regarded as the masterful number of heaven. In the current period, number 6 does not have great 
strength; nevertheless it is auspicious and is especially powerful when working for those in need of luck with strong 
mentors or those who need patriarchal energy. It favours male leaders, so if your number is 6 or if your date of birth 
is the 6th of any month, you are sure to benefit from activating this number, which is located in the north-west and is 
strengthened by the presence of metal energy.  
 
Number 8 
 
   In Mandarin, the word eight (ޛ) (pinyin = bā), sounds like prosperity or wealth (ਁ = fā), which in turn is short 
for (ਁ䍒) = fā cái which means get rich (᚝ௌਁ䍒) = gōngxi fācái = congratulations and get rich. This is the phrase 
many people use as a standard way of greeting each other during the Chinese New Year, conveying your wishes for 
them to become prosperous and get rich. It is therefore closely associated with luck in wealth. Nothing emphasizes 
the great importance of number 8 in the lives of the Chinese more than the fact that when they mounted their 
spectacular Olympics show, they held the opening ceremony at exactly 8:08:08 pm on 8/8/2008. Did it turn out to be 
auspicious for China?  
 
Number 9 
 
   While number 8 is the hot favourite, number 9 is also extremely lucky, and for those familiar with the more 
advanced nuances of numerology, number 9 is considered even luckier than 8. Hence a car number 9999 is said to 
be even more auspicious than a car number 8888. Those with number 9, or whose name or date of birth generates 
number 9, should activate number 9 in their lives since it can bring you luck. 
 
Number 13 
 
   Number '13' (1+3) adds up to '4'. Since Number '4' sounds like the word 'death' (in Cantonese), therefore, 13 is a 
bad number. If you do not add 1 and 3, 13 may be a good number since it sounds like ‘must prosper’. In other words, 
it depends on personal interpretation. 
 
1.1 Research questions 
 
    This study attempts to address the following questions: 
a) What is the perception of odd numbers between Cantonese and Putonghua speakers? 
b) What is the perception of even numbers between Cantonese and Putonghua speakers? 
c) What is the perception of combined numbers between Cantonese and Putonghua speakers? 
 
II. Literature Review 
 
     Traditional Chinese culture has a developed system of supernatural claims, ranging from an individual’s birth, 
marriage, and death (such as geomantic omen, eight characters about one’s birth, etc.). As far as numbers are 
concerned, 3, 5, and 9 are culturally favored numbers: 3 is the most prominent figure which generates everything on 
earth according to Taoism; 5 represents the five essential elements of the cosmos and was incorporated into the 
theories of Chinese herbalism; 9 has a homophony with longevity, which is a basic component of Fu Lu Shou 
culture (material secularism). 
 
   However, the traditionally favored numbers 3 and 5 do not stand out as lucky numbers in the everyday lives of 
most contemporary Chinese people. In an age dominated by market economy thinking, 6, 8, and 9 are more 
frequently regarded as lucky numbers. Among these, 8 remains the luckiest and is adulated for its power to bring 
good fortune and generate wealth. 
 
   Although this belief in the magic power of words has existed in Chinese culture for a long time, the social craze 
for lucky numbers is a recent phenomenon. It originated in Hong Kong and Guangdong Province right after the 
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open-door policy, which itself signalled a nationwide shift towards the pursuit and worship of wealth and fortune. 
Unlike the western belief in number 13 as an ominous sign, deeply rooted in the history of Christianity, the current 
Chinese numerology originally eradiated from a provincial and local culture to the whole country. The basis for 
associating numbers with auspice mainly lies on pronunciations or homophony;  for instance, in Cantonese, number 
8 sounds similar to ‘fortune’ (ਁ); in Putonghua, number 6 sounds like ‘to flow’ (Ⓦ) which means ‘everything goes 
smoothly’. 
 
   In this context, religion and supernatural claims are practices of daily habits which relate to ‘ontological security’, 
one of the key concepts elaborated by Giddens (1991). He also points out that “creativity, which means the 
capability to act or think innovatively in relation to pre-established modes of activity, is closely tied to basic trust. 
Trust itself, by its very nature, is in a certain sense creative, because it entails a commitment that is a ‘leap into the 
unknown,’ …. (Ibid, 34). Hence, associating numbers with fortune is closely associated with ontological security 
and control of anxiety. 
 
III. Methodology 
 
       The research presented here is exploratory and qualitative in its approach. Structured interview and purposive 
sampling were adopted. Specifically, 20 Cantonese speakers (10 males; 10 females) and 20 Putonghua speakers (10 
males; 10 females) aged 40 to 60 were interviewed. Their jobs range from blue-collar workers to white-collar 
workers, from engineers, teachers, housewives, doctors to nurses.  
 
      The structured interview is effective since informants are able to negotiate and to seek clarification with the 
interviewer when they failed to understand questions, while the interviewer is empowered to delve into detailed 
issues through instant chatting.  
 
      One limitation of the present research method was the age distribution of potential informants: that is, the age of 
Chinese subjects was limited to 40 to 60; thus, the researcher was not able to compare the differences between older 
and younger generations in their perception of numbers. 
 
IV. Findings and Discussion 
 
Question no. Number Cantonese speakers (n=20) Putonghua speakers (n=20) 
1 4 All respondents dislike this no. All respondents dislike this no. 
2 6 No preference All respondents like this no. 
3 8 All respondents like this no. All respondents like this no. 
4 9 All respondents like this no. All respondents like this no. 
5 13 50% of respondents like this no. 
50% of respondents dislike this no. 
All respondents like this no. 
6 14 All respondents dislike this no. All respondents dislike this no. 
7 24 All respondents dislike this no. All respondents dislike this no. 
8 44 All respondents dislike this no. All respondents dislike this no. 
9 54 All respondents like this no. All respondents dislike this no. 
10 74 No preference All respondents dislike this no. 
11 88/99 All respondents like this no. All respondents like this no. 
12 168 All respondents like this no. All respondents like this no. 
13 1314 All respondents dislike this no. All respondents like this no. 
 
Number 4 
 
   All informants dislike this number since its sound is similar to ‘death’ (↫ ӑ). Nobody wants to die. In Beijing, 
the traffic management bureau has stopped issuing car license plates with number four. Because of the somewhat 
common fear of the word four, you may not see a fourth floor in an elevator or a hospital ward that ends with 
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number four in China. In extreme cases, all floors with number four in residential buildings in Hong Kong are left 
out.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                            Fig. 1   Number 4 missing inside a lift in China 
  
 
Number 6 
 
   In different Chinese languages, number six signals ‘fluid’, ‘happiness’, or ‘blessings. Putonghua speakers like this 
number. 
 
Number 8 
 
   The sound for ‘eight’ is similar to words meaning ‘prosper’, ‘wealth’, and ‘fortune’. All Chinese informants highly 
evaluate the number of 8. For example, one respondent, an associate professor with a PhD, admitted that she is quite 
superstitious and adores number 8, without particular reasons.  
 
Number 9 
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   ‘Nine’ has long been associated with the Emperor of China and similar to the meaning of ‘long lasting’. This is 
why ‘nine’ is often used in many Asian weddings. 
 
Number 13 
 
   Triskaidekaphobia is the fear of number ‘thirteen’. This superstition is common in Judeo-Christian tradition and is 
often related to a specific fear of Friday the 13th. Even in the modern world, superstitions hold immense sway over 
people's daily lives. “Several surveys of Americans suggest that they are superstitious about this number,” said 
Stuart Vyse (2013), professor of psychology at Connecticut College. “A 2007 Gallup poll found that 13 percent of 
Americans would be bothered by staying on the 13th floor of a hotel. Nine percent would be bothered enough to ask 
for a different room.” The root of superstition is a lack of control, according to him, “Generally, [superstition] is 
aimed at achieving greater control…When something important is at stake yet the outcome is uncertain, then 
superstitions are likely to be used to fill the gap and make us feel more confident.” 
 
Number 14 
 
   ‘Fourteen’ sounds like ‘must die’; therefore nobody likes this number. 
 
Number 24 
 
   ‘24’ means ‘die easily’ (Cantonese speaker). ‘24’ means ‘my son will die’ (Putonghua speaker).  
 
Number 44 
 
   All Cantonese and Putonghua speakers dislike this number because it sounds like ‘death, death’. 
 
Number 54 
 
   ‘54’ means ‘will not die’ which is a good number to Cantonese speakers but a bad number to Putonghua speakers 
because it sounds like ‘I will die’. 
 
Number 74 
 
   ‘74’ means ‘my wife will die’ (Putonghua speaker). No effect on Cantonese speakers. 
 
Numbers 88 & 99 
  
   88 or 99 are considered to be very lucky doubles to both speakers since ‘88’ means ‘prosperity, happiness, rich’ 
and ’99’ means ‘longevity, long-lasting’. 
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Fig.2   A man with his lucky car plate number in Mainland China 
 
 
 
Number 168 
 
   All speakers like this number since it sounds like ‘prosper all the way’. 
 
Number 1314 
 
   This is a bad number to Cantonese speakers because it sounds like ‘one alive one die’ but a good number to 
Putonghua speakers since it sounds like ‘ever-lasting life’. 
 
V.  Conclusion 
 
      This paper serves to explore Cantonese and Putonghua speakers their perception on odd, even, and combined 
numbers. As mentioned above, a number can create a negative or positive meaning in the listener or user’s mind, for 
instance, a mobile phone or a car plate number (Fig. 2).  
 
      The findings revealed that the majority prefer number 8 but dislike number 4 simply because of the sound which 
is phonologically linked to the number. Number 13 is both acceptable and unacceptable, according to individual 
preference. Double numbers, for instance, 88 and 99 are welcome by both speakers. Combined numbers like 1314 is 
preferred by Putonghua speakers but not Cantonese speakers. The questions are: a) Are numbers related to 
superstition? b) Will these numbers bring luck or evil to us? and c) Will numbers create a negative or positive 
psychological impact on us? As we know, superstition has existed both in ancient societies and in the modern world. 
People tend to link numbers with luck, misfortune, and fate. To conclude, more research is needed to explore this 
socio-psycholinguistic behavior among mankind.  
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix 
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Interview questions 
1. Do you like number 4, yes or no, and why? 
2. Do you like number 6, yes or no, and why? 
3. Do you like number 8, yes or no, and why? 
4. Do you like number 9, yes or no, and why? 
5. Do you like number 13, yes or no, and why? 
6. Do you like number 14, yes or no, and why? 
7. Do you like number 24, yes or no, and why? 
8. Do you like number 44, yes or no, and why? 
9. Do you like number 54, yes or no, and why? 
10. Do you like number 74, yes or no, and why? 
11. Do you like numbers 88 and 99, yes or no, and why? 
12. Do you like number 168, yes or no, and why? 
13. Do you like number 1314, yes or no, and why? 
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